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GENOMICS
Genome shows gecko evolution
The first genome of a gecko species hints at the basis of its ability to regrow tails and climb walls.
More than 1,400 species of gecko inhabit temperate areas across the world. A team led by Huanming Yang at BGI in Shenzhen and Xiaosong Gu at Nantong University, both in China, sequenced the genome of Schlegel's Japanese gecko (Gekko japonicus; pictured) and identified more than 22,000 genes. Comparisons with other reptile and vertebrate genomes show that geckos diverged from other lizards around 200 million years ago, after the split of two supercontinents.
The gecko genome harbours dozens of copies of β-keratin genes -expressed in hair-like growths called setae that help the animal to cling to vertical surfaces. Expression of two genes that make the hormone prostaglandin increased in geckos after their tails had been amputated, suggesting a role for this hormone in regeneration. Nature Commun. 6, 10033 (2015)
ECOLOGY
Africa's herbivores mapped
Researchers have constructed a map of Sub-Saharan Africa showing the types of planteating animals that grazed it some 1,000 years ago.
Gareth Hempson, of the University of Cape Town in South Africa, and his colleagues used factors such as species distribution, rainfall and vegetation patterns to model the likely biomass of 92 large herbivores across Sub-Saharan Africa around 1,000 years ago. They divided the region into areas each measuring around 12,000 square kilometres, and grouped areas that had similar biomass and animal types into four herbivore regimes. They named these 'herbivomes' after the forest duiker, the arid gazelle and the bulk feeder, with the fourth regime containing a high variety and abundance of larger species. The analysis should assist research on the loss of large plant-eaters and improve understanding of African ecology, the team says. 
ECOLOGY
Pollination is more than bees
Other creatures visit more flowers than bees do, and may be almost as important in pollinating crops.
Romina Rader at the
ATMOSPHERIC SCIENCE
Ozone destruction in a future climate University of New England in Armidale, Australia, and her colleagues analysed data from 39 field studies of pollination by honey bees, other bees and other insects, including flies, beetles, moths and ants. They found that other insects carried out 25-50% of all visits to crop flowers. Although these 'non-bees' were less effective at pollinating on each visit, their increased visits made them roughly as effective as bees. Crops such as coffee and grapefruit were almost exclusively pollinated by bees, whereas crops such as custard apples and mangoes relied almost totally on other insects. Non-bees were also found to be less affected by changes to natural habitats, so the authors suggest that these insects might provide a more robust pollination service than bees do.
